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An Investigation of the Social Learning and Sytnbolic
Interaction Models for the Developlllent of
Self-Concepts and Self-Esteelll
Paul C. Burnett
School ofLearning and Development, Queensland University ofTechnology
Two studies were conducted to investigate empirical support for
two models relating to the development of self-concepts and self-
esteem in upper-primary school children. The first study
investigated the social learning model by examining the relationship
between mothers' and fathers' self-reported self-concepts and self-
esteem and the self-reported self-concepts and self-esteem of their
children. The second study investigated the symbolic interaction
model by examining the relationship between children's perception
ofthe frequency ofpositive and negative statements made by parents
and their self-reported self-concepts and self-esteem. The results
of these studies suggested that what parents say to their children
and how they interact with them is more closely related to their
children's self-perceptions than the role of modelling parental
attitudes and behaviours. The findings higWight the benefits of
parents talking positively to their children.
Key Words: Social Learning; Symbolic Interaction; Self-Concepts;
Self-Esteem; Parents; Children
The terms self-concept and self-esteem are widely. and confusingly, used in the
literature. Shavelson, Hubner, and Stanton (1976) noted that self-concept can be
defined as individuals' perceptions of themselves in various areas, while Rosenberg
(1979) perceived self-esteem as the "totality ofthe individual's thoughts and feelings
having reference to himself as an object" (p.7). Burnett (1993) investigated the
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definitional issues associated with the two constructs and found little empirical
support for the traditional definition of self-concept in descriptive terms and self-
esteem in evaluative terms~ However, empirical support for an alternative
conceptualisation has been reported (Burnett, 1994) and formed the basis for the
following definitions used in this study. Self-concept was defined as the descriptive
and evaluative beliefs that a person holds about multidimensional characteristics of
the self, while self-esteem is believed to be synonymous with global or general
self-concept and is defined according to Rosenberg's definition cited above~
Whitbeck (1987) noted that the origins ofself-perceptions in children can be
classified according to two theoretical models~The social learning model postulates
that self-esteem and self-concept in children is developed by imitating or modelling
the behavioural characteristics and attitudes of an available model (i.e., parents).
For example, ifa parent constantly states that he or she experiences difficulty with
reading and arithinetic computations and behaves accordingly then a child may
model those behaviours and attitudes.
Alternatively, the symbolic interaction model is based on the notion that
children's self-concept and self-esteem are developed and maintained by the reflective
appraisal offeedback given by significant others, particularly parents. For example,
if children are constantly given negative, critical feedback from parents about their
behaviour and performance, then the feedback may affect the children's perceptions
of themselves. However, Whitbeck (1987) reported that both the symbolic
interaction and social learning theories combine to contribute to self-perceptions.
Research which investigates these two theoretical models has typically used
Bandura's (1977) model ofself-efficacy to measure self-concept.There are, however,
substantive problems associated with using self-efficacy to measure self-concept.
Self-efficacy ~s an individual's cognitive appraisal ofhis or her ability to successfully
complete a specific task, whereas self-concept is a more pervasive multifaceted
construct associated with an individual's attitudes, skills, and abilities in specific
areas. Consequently, self-efficacy and self-concept are distinct constructs and self-
efficacy should not be used to assess self-concept.
A further limitation of the research completed in this area is that it has focused
predominantly on adolescents (Grecas, 1971; Grecas & Schwalbe, 1986; Openshaw,
Thomas, & Rollins, 1984; Smith, 1983) and not on younger children. Additionally,
previous research involving parental self-concept (Parish & Copeland, 1979; Parish
& Dostal, 1980; Parish & Nunn, 1981) measured the construct through secondary
sources (i.e., children's perceptions of their parents rather than having the parents
directly complete a self-report inventory about their own characteristics and self-
esteem).
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Aims of the Studies
Two studies were conducted to investigate empirical support for the theoretical
models. The aim of the first exploratory study was to investigate the relationship
between mothers' and fathers' self-concepts and self-esteem and their children's
self-concept and self-esteem. More specifically, this study aimed to investigate
support for the social learning model ofself-concept and self-esteem development
by correlating direct measures of mothers' /step mothers' self-concepts and self-
esteem, fathers' /step fathers' self-concepts and self-esteem, and their children's
self-concepts and self-esteem.
The aim of the second exploratory study was to investigate the relationship
between children's self-concepts and self-esteem and their perceptions of the
frequency ofpositive and negative statements made by parents. It was hypothesised
that a high frequency of positive statements by parents would be related to high
self-esteem and positive self-concepts, while a high frequency ofnegative statements
by parents would be related to low self-esteem and lower self-concepts.
Study 1
Method
Satnple. SO\lle 284 children (155 girls) inYears 3 to 7 (mean age = 9.0 years)
at two metropolitan primary schools, together with 168 of their fathers and 215 of
their mothers, participated in this study.These respondents came from 220 families
in total, representing a response rate from parents of 54%. Children from 407
families completed questionnaires. In some cases, two or more children from the
one family were.involved.
Instrutnentation. Self-concepts and self-esteem were measured using the
Children's and Parents' versions of the Self-Scale (Burnett, 1994). Items which
measured both descriptive Cl like ... ", "I enjoy ... ") and evaluative/comparative
Cl am good at ... ", "I get good marks in... ", "I have lots of...") beliefs about eight
specific characteristics of the self were developed. Five of the eight characteristics
were derived from the areas assessed by the Self-Description Questionnaire 1 (Marsh,
1990). They are Physical Appearance (APPSC), Physical Ability (ABSC), Peer
Relations (PRSC), Reading (RSC), and Mathematics (MSC). The three self-
concept scales added were Relationship with Mother (MSC), Relationship with
Father (FSC), and Learning Self-Concept (LSC). Two descriptive items and two
evaluative items were written for each of the eight areas giving a total of 32 items.
Eight items which measure Self-Esteem (SE), defined as the global beliefs and
feelings that a person has about themselves as a person (e.g., feeling happy, proud,
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pleased, good, satisfied, and confident about yourself), were administered. For
children, the scales have strong construct validity determined by factor analysis and
adequate (.67) to high (.91) alpha reliability coefficients (Burnett, 1994). Exactly
the same items were used for the parents with slight modifications made to
accommodate the situation where a parent's parent was no longer living.The parents
responded to each item with respect to their own characteristics and attitudes
about themselves.
The children and parents responded to each item using the same format.
They were asked to endorse one offive statements which best described themselves.
An example of a descriptive Reading Self-Concept item follows:
[ ] I really like reading.
[ ] I like reading.
[ ] I sometimes like reading.
[ ] I do not like reading.
[ ] I really do not like reading.
Because the present study was the first time the Self-Scale had been used with
adults, it was important to compute indices of reliability and factorial validity.
Alpha reliability coefficients were high for all scales, ranging from .79 to .91 for
fathers and.79 to .94 for mothers. Factor analysis yielded nine factors for both
mothers and fathers as predicted, and only 1 item (for fathers) out of 80 did not
load on its hypothesised factor. Despite demonstrated factorial validity and reliability,
further research is needed to validate the use of this scale with adults.
Procedure. The Children's Self-Scale was administered by class teachers
following sta~dardised procedures. The children were asked to respond to each of
the 40 items by selecting one of five statements which best described them. The
children were then given the Parents' Self-Scale, together with an explanatory
letter, to take home for their parents/parental figures to complete.
Results
In cases where more than one child from each family was involved in the study, the
parental data was repeated was reported where appropriate to give a sample size of
220 for the father-child dyads and 273 for the mother-child dyads. This process
could have the effect of reducing the variance in parental scores, thereby reducing
the size of the correlations. Consequently, analyses were also conducted using one
child from each family, giving sample sizes of 168 and 215, respectively, for the
father-child and mother-child dyads. A similar pattern of results was found for
both data sets. The results are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1 - Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficients for the Father-Child
and Mother-Child Dyad, for the Family and One-Child Data Set,
Correlations between father and child scores
Self-Esteem
Physical Appearance Self-Concept
Physical Ability Self-Concept
Peer Relations Self-Concept
Relations with Mother Self-Concept
Relations with Father Self-Concept
Mathematics Self-Concept
Reading Self-Concept
Learning Self-Concept
Correlations between mother and child scores
Self-Esteem
Physical Appearance Self-Concept
Physical Ability Self-Concept
Peer Relations Self-Concept
Relations with Mother Self-Concept
Relations with Father Self-Concept
Mathematics Self-Concept
Reading Self-Concept
Learning Self-Concept
(n-220) (n-168)a
-.01
.02
04
.04
.09 .11
.03 .04
.11 .11
.16* .15
00 .01
.12 .13
.04 .01
(n~273) (n~215)a
.02 .04
-01 -.03
1-*
.16*. j
.12* .13
.09 08
.14* .14*
.15* .18*
.24* .30*
-06 -.09
a One child only from each family.
* p < .05.
The sizes of the significant correlations relating mothers' and fathers' self-
concepts and self-esteem to their children's self-concepts and self-esteem were
mostly in the slight correlation range « .2), suggesting that the relationships were
so small as to be ~egligible (Burns, 1994). The only correlation in the low range
( .2 to .4; Burns, 1994) suggested a weak relationship between mothers' Reading
Self-Concept and their children's Reading Self-Concept. This result suggested
that mothers who reported that they liked and enjoyed reading and were good at
it had children with similar views.
Study 2
Method
Sample. Two primary schools servicing similar socioeconomic areas in a
metropolitan area agreed to have one Grade 4 and one Grade 6 class participate in
this study. A total of116 children (50.9% girls) with a mean age of9.8 years were
involved. School A Grade 4 had 27 children and Grade 6 had 24 children; School
B Grade 4 had 22 children and Grade 6 had 27 children.
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Instrumentation. Self-concepts and self-esteem were measured using the
Self-Scale (Burnett, 1994).This was the same scale used in Study 1. The parents'
section ofBurnett's (in press) Significant Others Statements Inventory (SOSI) was
used to assess children's perceptions of the frequency of positive and negative
statements made by both parents. The five-item positive statements scale (e.g.,
''I'm proud of you", "Well done") had an alpha coefficient of .73; the four-item
negative statements ("You're a naughty boy/girl", "Go away", "Go to your room")
scale's reliability was .65. The children were asked to respond to each of the nine
items using a three-option format, Often, Sometimes, and Never. Factor analysis
suggested that the two scales represented separate constructs with a correlation of-.26.
Procedure.The Self-Scale and the SOSI were administered using standardised
procedures to the students at school by an experienced research assistant. Children
were encouraged to seek help if they experienced any difficulties with reading any
of the words.
Results
The correlations relating children's perceptions of their parents' use ofpositive and
negative statements to their self-concepts and self-esteem are included in Table 2.
Table 2 _ Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficients -Between Children's
Perceptions of the Frequency of Positive and Negative Statements Made by Parents
and Their Self-Esteem and Self-Concepts (n=104)
Self-perceptions
Self-Esteem
Physical Appearance Self-Concept
Physical Abili~ Self-Concept
Peer Relations Self-Concept
Relations with Mother Self-Concept
Relations with Father Self-Concept
Mathematics Self-Concept
Reading Self-Concept
Learning Self-Concept
* p < .05
Positive
statements
.27*
.24*
.29*
.30*
.26*
.24*
.18
-.03
.18
Negative
statements
-.17
-.15
.05
-.10
-.23*
-.24*
-.01
-.27*
-.12
The results indicated weak relationships ( .2 to .4; Burns, 1994) between
perceived positive statements made by parents and global self-esteem as well as the
nonacadernic facets of self-concept (Physical Appearance, Physical Ability, Peer
Relations, and Relations with Mother and Father). The perceived frequency of
negative statements made by parents was weakly related to poor relations with
both mother and father as well as low reading self-concept.
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Discussion
The aim of this paper was to investigate the explanatory strength of the social
learning and symbolic interaction models for the development of self-esteem and
self-concept in upper-primary school children. Both models were investigated it
simplistic rather than complex ways. Additionally, there were some differences in
how the data was collected, for example, classroom teachers collected the children's
data in Study 1 while a research assistant collected it Study 2. Consequently, the
results are presented cautiously. Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the results
of the two exploratory studies provide some empirical evidence to add to the area.
The findings indicated that the social learning model regarding the
development of self-perceptions did not have strong empirical support. The only
reportable result suggested that mothers' Reading Self-Concept was related to
their children's Reading Self-Concept. However, social learning was defined
simplistically in tenns of modelling and its influence evaluated by relating parental
perceptions of themselves to their children's self-perceptions using relatively new
measurement instruments.
Some support for the symbolic interaction model was found. Of note was
the significant but small relationships between the frequency of perceived positive
statements made by parents and their children's self-reported self-esteem and the
nonacademic facets of self-concept. Positive statements were more highly related
to self-perceptions than negative statements, suggesting the possible benefits of
parents talking positively to their children. Negative statements perceived to be
made by parents seemed to be most closely related to reading self-concept and
parental self-concept, suggesting that negative statements may have negative
consequences in these areas.
It should b~ noted that positive statements made by parents accounted for
some 7% of the variation in upper-primary school children's self-esteem, while
negative statements were not related to self-esteem.This suggests that the presence
or absence of positive statements may be related to self-esteem, whereas negative
statements may not be. One explanation for this could be that children have well-
developed and effective coping mechanisms to deal with the inevitable negative
statements aimed in their direction by their parents. However, it should be noted
that this study had a small sample size and its findings need to be replicated using a
larger sample.
The results of these exploratory studies need further investigating and
validating. The instrumentation used was relatively new and, despite having
demonstrated factorial validity and reliability, more research is needed to validate
their ability to measure these constructs accurately and consistently. Additionally, a
more multivariate approach is needed to investigate the many family-related variables
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which have potential impact on children's self-esteem and self-concepts within a
symbolic interactionist framework (e.g., parental warmth, closeness to parents,
sibling interaction, family dynamics and time spent with parents, interaction and
relationship with teachers).
In conclusion, the findings invite parents and families to consider how they
communicate with each other and whether what they are saying is positive or
negative. It seems that what parents say and how it is said may be more important
to children's self-perceptions than how parents think and feel about themselves.
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